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December 1997

The Honorable John Engler, Governor
Honorable Members of the Michigan Legislature
Ms. Marva Livingston Hammons, Director, Family Independence Agency

| am pleased to submit the 1996-1997 annual report of the Children's Ombudsman
pursuant to Public Act 204 of 1994, "The Children's Ombudsman Act."

Section 10(5) of the Act states: " The Ombudsman shall submit to the Governor, the
Director of the Department, and the Legislature an annual report on the conduct of the
Ombudsman, including any recommendations regarding the need for legislation or for
change inrulesor policies." Section 6(e) also states the Ombudsman may "make
recommendations to the Governor and Legislature concerning the need for protective



services, adoption, or foster care legislation.”

This report gives an accounting of the Ombudsman’s conduct from July 1, 1996 to June
30, 1997. It identifies specific recommendations which are supported by investigations of
complaints received during this reporting period, in addition to building upon case
experience and knowledge gained during the 1995-1996 reporting period.

Thank you for the opportunity, privilege, and challenge of serving the children of
Michigan.

Respectfully Submitted,
Richard S. Bearup

Children’s Ombudsman

Children’s Ombudsman

Annual Report - December 1997

Executive Summary

After 2 %2 years of operation, the Office of Children’s Ombudsman (OCO) submitsits
second annual report. Signed into law by Governor John Engler on June 20, 1994, the
Children’s Ombudsman Act (Public Act 204 of 1994, MCA 27.3178 (557.1) et seq;
MCLA 722.921 et seq) established an autonomous office charged with investigating
complaints about children being served by protective services (abuse and neglect), foster
care, and adoption agencies, and making any recommendations for changesin child
welfare laws, rules, and policies.

To meet these statutory responsibilities, a complaint process was established according to
Section 4(2) of PA 204, which requires the Ombudsman to monitor and ensure
compliance with laws, rules, and policies governing the Family Independence Agency
(FIA) and private child-placing agencies (Section 3(1)). The OCO is aso to investigate
"administrative acts' of public and private agencies according to whether they are
"contrary to law, rule, or policy, imposed without an adequate statement of reason, or
based on irrelevant, immaterial, or erroneous grounds' (Section 2 and 5).

Recommendations are devel oped from the findings of complaint investigations. Such
complaints are beneficia in helping to resolve individual child cases because:

» Complaints give critical first-hand information about the experience of children and
show how



the child welfare system works and where it needs improvement.

» Complaints are often about children who are at increased risk for protection or
permanency.

» Complaints about such children are typically serious and complex, involving alevel of
time,

effort, and resources which public and private agencies may not readily have.
» Complaints detect recurrence of problems.

e Complaints allow the OCO to track a child's progression through protective services,
foster care, and adoption.

Organization of Report: This second annual report is organized into four parts: (1)
Conduct; (2) Complaints; (3) Recommendations; and (4) Appendices.

Conduct: This section reports on the work of the OCO covering the twelve-month period
between July 1996 and June 1997 (the 1995-1996 annual report covered an eighteen-month
period) including:

- 2,454 total children served since the office began in 1995

- 697 case investigations involved 1,445 children from 71 of 83 counties

- 564 complaintsinvolved 1,121 children in 1996-1997

- 254 investigations involved 625 children in 1996-1997

- an average of 2.5 children at issue in each investigation

- an average of 21 new investigations and 21 new preliminary investigations per month

Goals: The goals of the OCO areto: (1) make adirect impact on the lives of children, about
whom complaints are received through case investigation; (2) make serious and specific
recommendations to the Governor, Legislature, and Department arising out of investigations,
and (3) help improve the effective use and efficient delivery of child welfare services by
public and private agencies in Michigan.

Budget: The FY (fiscal year) 1996-1997 appropriation for the office was $988,000. The OCO
appropriations for FY 1997-1998 is $1.157 million including 14 FTE (full-time employee)
positions.

Investigative Team: The Ombudsman employs a multi-disciplinary team composed of
investigators who carry an average caseload of 48 and have an average 12.5 years of
professional experience. Thirty-six percent (36%) of team members are minority. The team
includes professionals with previous experience as.




- Attorney Case Manager, National Center for Missing & Exploited Children

- Children’ s Protective Services Investigator

- Assistant Prosecuting Attorney for child sexual abuse cases

- Michigan State Police Inspector for internal affairs investigations

- Detroit Police Department Investigator, Child Abuse Unit

- Child Behavioral Specialist with a juvenile psychiatric hospital

- Staff Assistant to Lt. Governor Binsfeld’ s Adoption and Children’s Commissions

Coallaborations. Numerous collaborations with FIA, private agencies, the courts, and medical
professionals occurred during the reporting period. For example, operating protocols
outlining contact between the OCO and public and private child welfare agencies have been
developed and are being used. In addition, there was a marked increase in OCO contact with
judges, prosecutors, and mandated reporters during this reporting period. Other cooperative
developments include the Ombudsman’s: (1) appointment by Michigan Supreme Court Chief
Justice Mallett to the Court Improvement Program Advisory Committee; (2) participation on
an FIA Protective Services Advisory Committee; and (3) service with FIA, private agencies,
and non-profit organizations on a Child Abuse and Neglect Prevention Strategies Committee.
The work of the OCO provides for contact with scores of public and private agency child
welfare workers who are committed, resourceful, skillful, and concerned in their daily
service to children and families.

Accountability: The Conduct section concludes with a discussion of the OCO’s
accountability through progress to date on the first report’ s recommendations:

 FIA has agreed with 46 (75%) of the first report’s 61 recommendations and disagreed
with 1.

» Twenty-four (24) state and local organizations have formally expressed support of most
or al recommendations.

* Both the Senate Committee on Families, Mental Health and Human Services and the
House Committee on Human Services and Children held severa public hearings during
1997 on the Ombudsman’ s report, with each Committee Chairman declaring their
intention to sponsor legislation implementing at least 34 OCO recommendations. Ninety-
one (91) persons testified in support of the Ombudsman’ s office and its first report at
Senate hearings aone.

* Thirteen of the recommendationsin the first report are also addressed in the major
package of legidlation introduced to implement the recommendations of Lt. Governor
Connie Binsfeld’'s Children’s Commission.

» The Department of Consumer & Industry Services (CIS) agreed with 59% (13 of 22
applicable) OCO recommendations and disagreed with none.



» The Michigan Federation of Private and Child Family Agencies agreed with 90% (55 of
the 61) of the recommendations.

Complaints: This section explains the procedures and standards used by the Ombudsman for
the investigation of complaints, including how cases are opened, investigated, and closed.

Vadlidity: The validity of OCO complaints and resulting recommendations is explained by
Sharon Dodson, Ph.D., a Research Associate at Western Michigan University and an expert
in continuous improvement and program evaluation. Dr. Dodson states that complaint datais
useful to identify and prioritize system problems.

Statistical Summary: Information concerning the types of complaintsis presented. Of the 564
total complaints received during the reporting period involving 1,121 children, atotal of 254
complaints resulted in investigations, 254 were preliminary investigations, and 56 were
inquiries. The majority of complaints were made by telephone.

Of the 254 investigations conducted, 26% involved allegations of child sexual abuse, 27%
involved allegations of physical abuse, and 47% involved allegations of neglect. Twenty-two
percent (22%) of the investigations included allegations of "serious physical abuse" (as
defined by the State Bar Children’s Task Force), and 4% of the investigations involved
children who died.

Of the total 564 complaints received during the reporting period, 45% were about Children’s
Protective Services (CPS), 18% involved foster care, 10% concerned adoptions, and 27%
involved some combination of the three systems. Of the cases in which foster care was the
focus of the complaint, 83% involved alicensed child placing agency.

Complaints brought by parents, relatives, foster parents, and those initiated by the
Ombudsman (typically following a complaint from mandated reporters) account for 80% of
investigated complaints. Legislators serve as co-complainants on 20% of all complaints.
Children aged 5 years old and younger were the group predominantly served by
investigations.

Complaint standards and the process used to conduct investigations are also discussed in this
section. It isthe policy of the Children’s Ombudsman not to close a child' s case until
protection and permanency for each child can be verified.

Recommendations. This section contains recommendations arising from complaints
investigated by the OCO from July 1, 1996 through June 30, 1997. Recommendations were
identified by: (1) categorizing all intake complaints; (2) pooling the specific
recommendations kept on each case by all investigators; (3) cross-matching all complaints
with every recommendation in consultation with a university-based researcher, experienced
in complaint analysis and use; and (4) counting the occurrence of each recommendation with
each investigation opened during the reporting period.



Nineteen selected recommendations are presented and primarily address child abuse and
neglect investigations, foster care improvements, and issues of legal representation in the
child welfare system. Each recommendation is accompanied by relevant background
information and supporting OCO investigations.

Appendices: This concluding section includes acknowledgments, areport on the progress of
specific recommendations from the first annual report, organizations supporting OCO
recommendations, a summary of OCO statutory tools and team training, and a copy of PA
204 of 1994.

Conduct

History: The Office of Children’s Ombudsman officially began its work on January 1, 1995,
aresult of Senate Bill 723 (now PA 204), signed into law by Governor Engler on June 20,
1994. PA 204 requires the Ombudsman to submit "an annual report on the conduct of the
Ombudsman” (Section 10(5)). The Office of Children’s Ombudsman is now initsthird year
of operation.

Authority: PA 204 of 1994, known as the "Children’s Ombudsman Act," establishes and
governsthe officeit creates. Six sections of this law define the Ombudsman's overall
mission:

Section 3(1): " As a means of monitoring and ensuring compliance with relevant statutes,
rules, and policies pertaining to children's protective services and the placement,
supervision, and treatment of children in foster care and adoptive homes, the Children's
Ombudsman is created as an autonomous entity in the Department of Management and
Budget.”

Section 3(2): "The Ombudsman shall be appointed by the Governor and shall serve at the
pleasure of the Governor."

Section 4(2): "The Ombudsman shall establish procedures for receiving and processing
complaints from complainants, conducting investigations, holding hearings, and reporting
findings resulting from investigations."

Section 5: "[Certain] individuals may make a complaint to the Ombudsman with respect to a
particular child, alleging that an administrative act is contrary to law, rule, or policy,
imposed without an adequate statement of reason, or based on irrelevant, immaterial, or
erroneous grounds. . . ."

Section 6(e): "[ The Ombudsman may] make recommendations to the Governor and the
Legislature concerning the need for protective services, adoption, or foster care legislation.”

Section 10(5): " The Ombudsman shall submit to the Governor, the Director of the
Department, and the Legislature an annual report on the conduct of the Ombudsman,
including any recommendations regarding the need for legislation or for changein rules or
policies."



Goals: Under the direction of PA 204, the Children’s Ombudsman has established three
goals: (1) to make adirect impact on the lives of children, about whom complaints are
received through case investigation; (2) to make serious and specific recommendations to the
Governor, Legidature, and Department arising out of investigations; and (3) to help improve
the effective use and efficient delivery of child welfare services by public and private
agenciesin Michigan.

Progress toward achieving these goals is measured by evaluating: (1) the impact on each
child served; (2) compliance with the Children’s Ombudsman Act; and (3) implementation of
any recommendations presented in both case investigations and annual reports.

Cases: The OCO exercises oversight of certain administrative acts of FIA, private foster care
and adoption placement agencies. Since the office began, it has investigated a total of 697
cases affecting 1,445 children in 71 of Michigan’s 83 counties. A total of 2,454 children have
been served by the OCO since it began, including all categories of contact (investigations,
preliminary investigations, and inquiries). In the first annual report, covering the first
eighteen months of operation, the Ombudsman investigated 443 cases involving atotal of
820 children with complaints originating in 65 counties. This second annual report covers a
twelve-month period (July 1996 through June 1997), investigating 254 cases involving 625
children with complaints from 57 counties. The 254 investigations used as a basis for this
report do not include cases that were already active at the beginning of the reporting period.

Budget: Section 4(1) of PA 204 states. " The Ombudsman shall establish procedures for
budgeting, expending funds, and employing personnel." The original $1 million appropriation
to the OCO in fiscal year (FY) 1994-1995 resulted in returning 38% unexpended to the state
treasury. The FY 1995-1996 appropriation was $800,000. The FY 1996-1997 appropriation
was $988,000. The authorized appropriation for FY 1997-1998 is $1.157 million, including
14 FTE positions. Principal expenses continue to be for investigators, office space, expenses
relating to site investigations, court appearances, case management, and investigator training.

Operations: The OCO additionaly fulfillsits statutory requirements in four specific areas:
* Fielding and training an experienced and diverse multi-disciplinary investigative team.

« Collaborating with FIA, private agencies, courts, and mandated reporters to better serve
children at risk, working together where possible and setting mutually acceptable standards
where professional disagreement occurs.

* Improving case management through technical and investigative improvements.
 Accountability for the recommendations it makes to policy makers.

Multi-Disciplinary Investigative Team: The diverse pool of multi-disciplinary expertise
already characteristic of the OCO was expanded in 1996-1997. Team development follows
an established standard, using the Michigan Rules of Evidence. The OCO team complements
one another with a combination of experience, education and cross-training in the fields of
law, psychology, education, criminal justice, social work, and child development. Included
among the many skills and specialized knowledge of the current Children’s Ombudsman
investigative team are professionals with previous experience as.



- Attorney Case Manager with the National Center for Missing & Exploited Children
- Children’ s Protective Services (CPS) Investigator

- Assistant Prosecuting Attorney for child sexual abuse cases

- Michigan State Police Inspector for internal affairs investigations

- Detroit Police Department Investigator, Child Abuse Unit

- Child Behavioral Health Specialist with ajuvenile psychiatric hospital

- Staff Assistant to Lt. Governor’s Adoption and Children’s Commissions

A Registered Nurse with clinical child abuse and neglect experience will soon join the
investigative team. Team members also have related expertise, including working knowledge
of the Indian Child Welfare Act, teaching regular and specia education children, and bi-
lingual proficiency (American Sign Language and Spanish). Thirty-six percent (36%) of the
OCO are representatives of minority groups.

Ombudsman investigators carry an average caseload of 48 cases and have an average of 12.5
years of professional experience. Specialized training is used to improve investigative
technique and knowledge. Team members, separately and together, participated in 32
professional trainings this year. (See Appendix E).

Collaborative Efforts: During this reporting period, the OCO often collaborated with FIA,
private agencies, courts, medical professionals, and many others who are part of the child
welfare system.

Public and Private Agencies: Section 8(1) and Section 11(1) and (2) of PA 204 outline the
requirements of public and private agencies to cooperate with the OCO. An operating
protocol between OCO and FIA was established during 1995-1996. Thanks to the
cooperation of the Michigan Federation of Private Child and Family Agencies and the
Association of Accredited Child and Family Agencies, a protocol with private child placing
agencies was developed and implemented in 1996-1997. These protocols include designation
of an agency liaison with whom the Ombudsman makes initial contact, identification of the
duties of the liaison to provide case information at the Ombudsman’s request, procedures that
follow the release of the Ombudsman’s Report of Findings and Recommendations, and
clarification of confidentiality issues that relate to case documents rel eased to the
Ombudsman.

The Ombudsman hasin several instances actively supported FIA and private agencies when
the independent findings of an OCO investigation warrants backing their case position in the
best interests of the child(ren). Such efforts typically occur at the request of FIA and private
agencies. The pool of knowledge and resources from these coordinated efforts often has a
direct and positive impact on the prospects of protection and permanency for children.

Front Lines: FIA and private agencies are faced with the difficult daily task of ensuring
protection, providing services, and finding permanent homes for children who have been
abused and neglected. The public and private workers of these agencies, particularly the line



workersin CPS, foster care, and adoption, are committed and concerned professionals. From
urban neighborhoods to rural communities, line workers have to be skillful and resourceful in
identifying and providing servicesto children. It is the inter-agency networking and
partnerships cultivated by these professionals that have created communities that are stronger
and more responsive to the needs of families and children. The OCO isin a position to see
that much of their often difficult and sometimes controversial work goes unrecognized and
unheralded when, in fact, the lives of many children are positively affected.

Recent statistics put the scale of Michigan’s child protection and permanency effortsinto
perspective:

* In 1994, there were over 2.5 million children (up to age 18) residing in Michigan.
 1n 1995, 121,240 complaints of suspected child abuse and neglect were received by CPS.
* 1n 1995, 57,914 complaints (48% of the total complaints received) were investigated.

* In 1995, 139,289 children (5.6% of all children in the state) were involved in CPS
investigations.

* In 1995, there were 21,165 confirmed victims (15.2% of total children involved in CPS
investigations) of child abuse  and neglect.

 In 1995, an average of 15,208 children were living in out-of-home foster care under state
supervision.

* In 1995, Michigan recorded 2,189 adoptions.

Courts: During this reporting period, the Ombudsman was also invited by local judges and
prosecutors across the state to consult, provide background information, and give technical
assistance about individual child cases. Although specific cases are the primary focus of this
cooperation, judges, prosecutors, and children’s attorneys also identified areas where the
system works and needs improvement, according to their experience. The Ombudsman
participated in more than 20 day- long, on-site meetings with judges and prosecutors, from
across the state and continues to regularly meet with and hear from them on cases and system
suggestions. Many of these legal professionals bring complaints for the Ombudsman to
investigate on his own initiative (Section 6(a)).

Medical Professionals: The Ombudsman collaborated with many of Michigan’s leading child
abuse and neglect medical experts, clinicians, and diagnosticians. All of these contacts
concern cases under investigation by the OCO as well as suggested system reforms identified
by these professionals. These experts, mostly drawn from state universities and teaching
hospitals, are frequently consulted to assist in case reviews. Such expertsinclude
pediatricians, psychologists, sexua abuse counselors, and persons skilled in forensic
interviewing of children/alleged perpetrators. These professionals also bring complaintsto
the Ombudsman to investigate on his own initiative (Section 6(a)).

Special Projects: Other examples of devel oping partnerships include:




* In 1997, Michigan Supreme Court Chief Justice Conrad Mallett appointed the
Ombudsman to serve on the Court Improvement Program Advisory Committee which
will monitor the implementation of how courts process child abuse and neglect cases. In
addition, the Ombudsman will serve as a member of the statewide Child Death Review
Team scheduled to begin operating in 1998.

» The Ombudsman was invited to participate on a CPS Advisory Committee, awork
group consisting of FIA supervisors and private agency directors. The committee was
formed to improve the CPS intake process for statewide uniformity and application (an
effort also consistent with arecommendation of the Ombudsman’s first annual report).

» The Ombudsman is working alongside FIA, private agencies and other non-profit
organizations on a Prevention Strategies Committee, established to seek ways to further
improve child abuse and neglect prevention efforts in Michigan.

» The Ombudsman was asked to serve on alocal group created to form a Court
Appointed Special Advocate (CASA) program in Ingham County.

* In 1997, the Ombudsman was elected to the Board of Directors of the United States
Ombudsman Association and continues to serve as Co-Chair of the Children’s Chapter of
this national organization.

» The Ombudsman was invited to appear at eight Senate and House hearings regarding
the OCO’ sfirst annual report.

 During 1996-1997, the Ombudsman was invited to give presentations on the role of an
Ombudsman in child welfare at 18 statewide conferences and two national conferences
(the National Center on Child Abuse and Neglect (NCAAN) and the American
Professional Society on the Abuse of Children (APSAC)).

* 1n 1997, the OCO hosted a visit to the State Capitol by former world heavyweight
boxing legend Muhammad Ali who addressed sessions of the State Senate and House of
Representatives and testified before a Joint Legislative Committee (the Senate Committee
on Families, Mental Health and Human Services and the House Committee on Human
Services and Children) in support of Lt. Governor Binsfeld’s Children’s Commission
Report and the first annual report of the Children’s Ombudsman.

* In 1997, the Ombudsman was invited to host and make a presentation to a delegation
from Uzbekistan (one of the former Soviet Republics) on establishing and operating an
Ombudsman’ s office in their country to handle citizen complaints. In addition, during
1996-1997, other statesin the U.S. have studied the OCO for the purpose of establishing
similar Children’s Ombudsman offices.

Case M anagement: When the office opened in early 1995, design of a case management
system was initiated to assist in complaint investigation and to track, measure and profile
related information. This computerized system came on line in 1996 and was
subsequently enhanced in 1997. The database is used from each opening intake through
investigation to case closure and also tracks preliminary investigations and inquiries.



Over 130 questions and fields are used within the system on each complaint
investigation. This system is under ongoing review to improve how information is
managed, profiled, applied, and reported.

Accountability: Several factors relate to the Ombudsman’s accountability for complaint
investigations and resulting recommendations. Satisfaction with the OCO response to
complaints appears to be high according to: (1) consistently favorable post-investigation
responses from complainants and interested parties; (2) positive letters and calls from
constituents to their state Legislators, as reported to the OCO by Legidators; (3)
supporting public testimony about the OCO at severa legidlative hearings; (4)
cooperative results of meetings with judges, prosecutors, and mandated reporters; (5)
statements and letters of appreciation from some of the children served; and (6) the
formal administrative and legislative responses to the recommendations of the Children’s
Ombudsman’ sfirst annual report.

Administrative Response: Initsfirst annual report, the OCO made 61 recommendations
in 42 different subject areas. In 1997, FIA issued a detailed response to these
recommendations, including:

* agreement with 46 (75%) of the recommendations

* partial agreement with one (1) recommendation
 agreement to review thirteen (13) recommendations

* disagreement with one (1) recommendation (See Figure 1)

FIA has also reported that it has taken some specific actions to administratively
implement recommendations in its agency rule. (See Appendix B).

Figure 1. Family Independence Agency response to 1995-96 OCO recommendations.

The Department of Consumer and Industry Services (CIS), which now includes the foster
care licensing and investigation functions formerly housed under FIA, also submitted a
detailed response to the 1995-1996 OCO report recommendations. In that response CIS
stated:



 agreement with 13 of the recommendations
« 39 of the recommendations were not applicable to their jurisdiction

* it agreed to review or believed their practices were consistent with 9 of the
recommendations

Legislative Response: Ninety-one (91) persons testified in support of the OCO and its
first annual report at five public hearings held by the Senate Committee on Families,
Mental Health and Human Services in February and March 1997. Those testifying in
support included: FIA workers, private agency administrators, physicians, probate judges,
prosecuting attorneys, attorneys representing children, educators, clinical social workers,
psychologists, parents, grandparents, and children. Over 20 statewide children’s
associations submitted testimony in support of the OCO recommendations. (See
Appendix C). At each Senate hearing, Chairman Joel Gougeon circulated alist of 34
recommendations (56%) contained in the first report on which he was requesting
legislation.

In May 1997, the Ombudsman was invited to make a presentation about the OCO and its
annual report before the House Committee on Human Services and Children. At this
hearing Chairman Edward LaForge stated that several of the annual report
recommendations would be legislatively introduced in the House of Representatives
during 1997-1998.

In addition, Senate Bills 603, 604, and 628 have been introduced by Senator Glenn Stell
to implement the following recommendations from the first annual report. These bills: (1)
establish and require use of "substantiated perpetrator unknown" standard when achild is
found to have been abused, but the perpetrator’ s identity is not yet known; (2) prohibit
closure of a protective services investigation based solely upon closure of arelated
criminal case; and (3) require the OCO to refer complaints regarding children’ s attorneys
to the Michigan State Bar Grievance Commission if misconduct by the attorney is
suspected. A public hearing on these bills was held by the Senate Committee on Families,
Mental Health and Human Services.

A package of bills to implement major portions of Lt. Governor Binsfeld’ s Children’s
Commission Report was introduced in early 1997. While independent of each other, the
Children’s Commission and Children’s Ombudsman reports identified several common
themes and areas of proposed change. While this package is intended to implement many
of the 197 recommendations offered in the Commission’s Report, all or part of 13 of the
Ombudsman’ s recommendations are also addressed.

Complaints
Process

This section is divided into two parts: (1) the complaint process used by the OCO; and (2)
the type and disposition of the complaints received and investigated.

Complaint Validity: To understand that the OCO is a complaint officeis crucial to its



investigative role and the resulting recommendations it makes, both in individual child
cases and in this annual report. Each complaint about each child(ren) received by the
OCO is unique and the importance of each child served cannot be underestimated. OCO
complaints are analogous to constituent complaints received by Michigan Legislators.
While constituents who complain to their Legislator about some aspect of state
government comprise arelatively small percentage of their Legidative district
population, no Legislator would minimize or ignore such complaints. Each complaint is
valued because each citizen isimportant; complaints send a message about the quality of
state services and help inform Legislators about what is, and is not, working.

For this report, the OCO engaged Sharon Dodson, Ph.D. to review the processesit uses
for complaints and recommendations and their respective validity. Dr. Dodson is an
expert in continuous improvement and program evaluation. What followsis Dr. Dodson’s
critigue of the Ombudsman’s complaint process and resulting recommendations:

Consumer Complaints: Much has been learned about the use of consumer complaintsin
the last twenty years as aresult of the quality movement in service and manufacturing
organizations. From the framework of continuous improvement efforts, consumer
feedback is avital part of the information system. Complaints are seen to provide the
broadest summative evaluation of the product or service and are used to identify system
failures. The strength of complaint information is dueto it being direct, unfiltered
feedback from the people who are using the product or service and who are directly
affected by a system.

Service organizations have learned the importance of listening and responding to
consumer complaints as a means to maintain customersin a highly competitive market.
Although the child welfare system does not share the private sector’ s concern about
"losing customers,” much can be learned and used from the private sector’ s development
of internal systemsto intake, evaluate, respond appropriately to complaints, and to use
that information to eliminate the cause of the complaints.

Use of Complaint Data: There are some limitations to consumer complaint data, the most
obvious being that not everyone who experiences a problem will complain. Market
analysts have estimated the proportion of people who will complain about a common
service problem to be 1 in 27, but acknowledge that whether a person complains about a
problem varies with many factors including the severity of the problem (in the eyes of the
complainant) and their disposition and ability to take the complaint to action. Thus,
complaints cannot typically be used to estimate problem occurrence across customers.
Another limitation is that complaints are often distanced from the actual processes, which
can complicate the process of identifying the root causes. Complaints are most
successfully used in: (1) identifying the system problems that require further
investigation and articulation; and (2) prioritizing those problems that are identified.

OCO Complaints: Both identifying system problems and prioritizing problems are
relev